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Abstract:
The Building a Bridge to Improve Student Success Program works to provide a seamless path from middle school to college for at risk, first generation and minority students. Through a number of exciting events, such as enrichment days and camps, area middle and high school students are introduced to college life and encouraged to get on the track to college early in their academic careers.  In addition, the program provides academic support so that these students will be prepared for the rigors of college studies and will have a better chance to attain their goal of earning a degree.

Program Description:

In 2004, Western Connecticut State University in Danbury, CT partnered with two local high schools (Danbury and Bethel) to launch the “Building a Bridge to Improve Student Success” project.  Our goals were simple:  decrease the number of students needing remediation in college by (a) providing high school students with a clearer idea of college expectations, and (b) building relationships between the Writing and Mathematics faculty in the university and high schools so that good communication regarding standards and expectations could occur. 

This project has been highly successful in decreasing the need for remediation in Mathematics and Writing at the university and has become a model program throughout the State of Connecticut.  In 2007-2008, we expanded the “Bridge” project into the Sciences with the goal of encouraging more students to consider pursuing STEM careers and to enable them to better understand college expectations for Science majors. That summer, we offered the first annual  week-long summer writing camp to encourage and support young writers, especially those who will be first generation college students.

In 2010, we expanded the Bridge Program into middle schools in Danbury and Bethel, offering enrichment days for at-risk students in Danbury and Bethel Middle Schools.  In addition, we offered “Camp College,” a two-day summer program featuring STEM workshops for these at-risk students.  Another part of our outreach effort has involved hiring students from WCSU’s honors program to tutor at-risk and English Language Learning middle school students in Math and Writing.  Moreover, our Meteorology Department offers an after school program for eighth graders in Danbury’s middle schools and Bethel Middle School who work with WCSU’s meteorology majors in our state-of-the-art Weather Center to learn how to predict the weather and to produce professional-quality videotaped weather forecasts.  The success of that program prompted us to offer a hurricane research program for high school students.
Data Support: 

When we first began testing high school juniors in 2004, 61 % needed remedial work in writing; 62%  needed remediation for math.  Seven years later, in 2011, only 3.74 % of students attending WCSU from Bridge high schools needed writing remediation, and only 18.7 % needed math remediation. The one year retention rate in 2011 for Bridge students was 85.4 % versus 69.6 % for non-Bridge students, while 42.7 % of Bridge students graduate in six years or less, compared to 39 % of non-Bridge Students.  The data show that Bridge students not only need less remediation, but they are more likely to stay in school and to earn their degrees more quickly than those who did not have the Bridge advantage.

Costs:
We began the program in 2004 with seed money from the university.  Since then, we have won grants from the State of Connecticut, one from the US Department of Justice, and a Federal TANF grant.  We have also been fortunate to form partnerships with corporate sponsors who have been very generous with funding.  Our annual budget is currently about $120,000 to run all of the middle school and high school programs, including staff costs

Factors Most Important to Success:
Collaboration and mutual respect between partners from the middle schools, high schools and university are the key to success for a Bridge Program.  Over the years, we have fostered relationships with our colleagues by meeting twice a year for dinner to plan coming events and by exchanging ideas in two-day summer curriculum workshops.

In addition, it should be obvious that programs for kids should be fun as well as educational.  Our science workshops have included CSI-type investigations as well as bug hunts in the great outdoors.  Math activities have included finding spirals in nature and the geometry of doughnuts, while writing prompts have focused on science fiction and other creative writing exercises. The at-risk students who visit enjoy their time here, are excited about coming back, and leave with a positive view of college.

